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While the doctrine of stare decisis relates only to legal principles, the authority of a decision is coextensive only with 
the facts on which it is founded. 


The doctrine of stare decisis relates only to legal principles. ! Only the legal rationale ("ratio decidendi") of an appellate opinion 
has precedential effect,” and precedents are valuable only to the extent they state definite rules for guidance in future similar 
cases,’ meaning those with similar factual settings,“ and can apply only in later cases in which the issues are similar.’ Thus, the 
language used in an opinion must be understood in light of the facts and the issue then before the court,° and an unnecessarily 
broad holding is limited by the facts of the case in which it was articulated. ’ Although a decision is binding in a later case if the 
issues and the facts are the same or substantially the same,® it is not conclusive in a later case that has different facts’ except 
when the facts present an even stronger case than those in the former decision.!° In a case that must be determined upon its 


own particular facts, prior decisions are ordinarily merely advisory. u 
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